
Wandering: A Life-Threatening Problem In Confused Elders 
 
Wandering: A Life Threatening Problem 
Driving or walking away and becoming lost in familiar areas 
is a warning sign for Alzheimer’s disease, the most common 
cause of confusion in the elderly.  Across the course of the 
disease – which averages nine years, but can last as long as 
25 – the individual loses memory and other cognitive 
abilities, becomes increasingly dependent on others for 
assistance, and may exhibit difficult-to-manage behaviors 
such as “wandering.” 
 
In the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease, the person may 
become lost driving to a familiar place such as the grocery 
store, and, in an attempt to get home, end up in a distant city.  
On one recent traffic stop with a confused driver who had no 
identification, a police officer made multiple calls starting 
with one lead – the business card of a realtor in the glove 
compartment – to eventually reunite the individual with his 
caregiver.  As the disease progresses, and the person becomes 
increasingly disoriented and confused, wandering often 
involves striving to find home, a favorite place, or a loved 
one such as an already deceased parent. 
 
Wandering away is life threatening, leading in the worst 
cases to falls, fractures, other injuries, and death.  In a study 
of 42 elders with Alzheimer’s disease who had been reported 
missing, 46% of those lost for more than 24 hours were found 
dead (Koester & Stooksbury, 1995). 
 

If You Know Someone With Alzheimer’s 
Disease  
If you know a person with Alzheimer’s disease, you can help 
by referring the family to Alzheimer’s Family Services 
Center, (714) 593-9630, for assistance.  Located at the corner 
of Bushard and Indianapolis in Huntington Beach, 
Alzheimer’s Family Services Center 

 
 
 
specializes in the care of persons with Alzheimer’s disease 
or a related disorder.  To help families manage the 
challenges of Alzheimer’s disease, the center provides 
direct care, education, and caregiver support. 
 
Safe Return 
To help ensure the timely and safe return home of 
individuals with Alzheimer’s disease who wander, 
Alzheimer’s Family Services Center serves as an 
enrollment site for Safe Return, a nationwide 
identification, registration and support program of the 
Alzheimer’s Association.   As a part of Safe Return, the 
person receives an identification bracelet or necklace, 
clothing labels, and wallet cards, all inscribed with an alert 
that the wearer is memory-impaired and a 24-hour, toll-free 
crisis line number.  Similar caregiver identification 
products are available, with the toll-free number and an 
alert to look after the individual if the caregiver is 
incapacitated.  At Alzheimer’s Family Services Center, a 
staff member helps the caregiver complete the Safe Return 
registration form and takes a required photo of the memory-
impaired individual.  Once submitted, this information is 
entered in a national Alzheimer’s Association database and, 
if necessary, can be distributed to law enforcement 
throughout the country via a fax alert system.  When a lost 
elder is found, a citizen or law enforcement officer can call 
the toll-free number and Safe Return staff will reunite the 
family. While scholarship funds last, the Alzheimer’s 
Association is waiving the standard $40 Safe Return 
registration fee.   To learn more about Alzheimer’s Family 
Services Center or register a loved one for Safe Return, 
contact us at (714) 593-9630.   
 

See reverse... To learn What To Do If You Encounter 
a Lost, Confused Elder  

If you or a loved one are experiencing memory loss, or have been diagnosed with dementia, we can help. 
Call Alzheimer’s Family Services Center at (714) 593-9630.  Visit us online at www.AFSCenter.org. 

 
Cordula Dick-Muehlke, Ph.D. is Executive Director at Alzheimer’s Family Services Center, a member of the Department of Community Medicine at Hoag 

Memorial Hospital Presbyterian, and holds an appointment with the UCI Institute for Brain Aging & Dementia.   
References for the tips are available upon request. 



What To Do If You Encounter a Lost, Confused Elder  
 
If you encounter a confused, lost older adult in your neighborhood, don’t turn away scared.  Your help is 
critical to ensuring that the individual is returned to safety uninjured. 

 
 

Elder is cooperative, receptive to help, not injured, and able to show you identification 
 

♦ If a phone number is available, call the caregiver to pick up the person and wait until help arrives 
♦ If only an address is available, accompany the person home, if possible, and leave there only if a 

responsible party is present 
♦ If there is no caregiver at home, or you cannot provide assistance, contact emergency personnel 

and wait with the elder until help arrives 
 
 

Elder is injured, scared, uncooperative, or unable to communicate 
 

♦ Contact emergency personnel for assistance immediately 
♦ Wait with or near the person to ensure safety 

 
 

In all situations with a lost, confused elder 
 

♦ Approach from the front and maintain eye contact 
♦ Initiate conversation in a friendly manner (i.e., smile, positive greeting) 
♦ Speak slowly; use simple words and short sentences 
♦ Respond to underlying feelings (e.g., if person appears fearful, reassure) 
♦ Avoid challenging, contradicting or correcting the person 
♦ Build rapport by talking about topics related to the past (e.g., World War II) 
♦ Ask for identification in a manner consistent with the person’s goal (e.g., trying to get home) 
 

Refer the caregiver to Alzheimer’s Family Services Center 
 for assistance and Safe Return registration, (714) 593-9630 

If you or a loved one are experiencing memory loss, or have been diagnosed with dementia, we can help. 
Call Alzheimer’s Family Services Center at (714) 593-9630.  Visit us online at www.AFSCenter.org. 

 
Cordula Dick-Muehlke, Ph.D. is Executive Director at Alzheimer’s Family Services Center, a member of the Department of Community Medicine at Hoag 

Memorial Hospital Presbyterian, and holds an appointment with the UCI Institute for Brain Aging & Dementia.   
References for the tips are available upon request. 


